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THE GENOMIC IMAGINARY: 
GENEALOGICAL HERITAGE AND THE SHAPING OF 






Genealogy is a key yet everyday and mundane kinship practice, used to create 
as well as reveal kinship. Premised on the significance of connectedness 
through blood, genealogy might be described as a technology of belonging, 
with an attendant set of beliefs and practices that enable individuals to embed 
themselves within familial networks and temporal and geographical contexts 
through a process of recognition and dis/identification (Kramer, 2011a).1 In the 
twenty-first century, the advent of biomedicine has seen genealogy become 
geneticized, technologized, and commodified, with the emergence in the UK 
alone of a multi-million pound industry specializing in genetic genealogy 
testing. This rapidly expanding industry caters to, and constitutes, a range of 
needs and desires: it feeds the longing for the past that is evidenced in the 
heritage boom, and plays on the commercialized, multi-mediated global 
distribution of historical reconstructions (Landsberg, 2004). Like “traditional” 
genealogy, genetic genealogy enables individuals to embed themselves within 
familial networks and temporal and geographical contexts—creating, rather 
than revealing, kinship ties and networks through the convergence of bodies, 
technology, and media. 
Using a critical discursive approach alongside feminist semiotic 
analysis, this article uses broadsheet newspaper coverage of genetic genealogy, 
advertisements for specific ancestry tests, an interview with a professional 
genealogist who specializes in genetic genealogy, as well as the BBC TV 
celebrity genealogy program Who Do You Think You Are?, to explore how 
bodies, technology, and media converge in the beliefs and practices of genetic
                                                
1 Genealogy has its own methodology, its own epistemology, and, indeed, its own ontology. 
However, these elements are not within the scope of this article. 
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genealogy, and to what ends.2 Concentrating particularly on testing for 
ancestry, first, it critiques the epistemological claims of genetic genealogy: 
What does genetic genealogy claim to be able to know? On what basis is such 
knowledge described as legitimate and authoritative? And how do both of these 
claims relate to the entwinement or convergence of bodies, technology, and 
media? Second, it considers to what uses genetic genealogy is put. Here the 
article analyzes how genetic genealogy produces bioconvergent identities and 
biosocialities that claim to efface difference and yet render meaningful and 
reproduce gender and ethnic categories as embodied difference. Third, and last, 
the article traces how genetic genealogy comes to have meaning and becomes 
“real” by exploring the revelatory, affective, and performative aspects of 
genetic genealogy as mediated spectacle.  
 
What Is Genetic and Genomic Genealogy?  
Genetics is the study of a single gene and its role in inheritance, while genomics 
is the study of all the DNA of an individual in order to understand genetic 
makeup. Thus, genetic genealogy considers specific genes, whereas genomic 
genealogy analyzes the whole genome. Genetic genealogy, the examination of 
the genetic code at specific locations, is used for a range of purposes, including 
to obtain health histories, determine paternity, and test for “geographic 
heritage.” These tests compare individual results to others from the same 
lineage, or to current and historic ethnic groups. Some companies (notably, 
23andMe) offer a broad spectrum of genealogical DNA tests but most 
specialize in ancestry testing (for example, Family Tree DNA).3 Several genetic 
genealogy products are on offer, including tests for direct lineage, for “close 
ancestry,” for “deep ancestry,” and even, since 2012, for the “whole genome.”  
Meanwhile, genetic genealogy is simultaneously affirmed as legitimate 
and authoritative because it is cutting-edge, “scientific,” accurate, and 
objective. According to the commercial genetic genealogy industry, genetic 
genealogy represents the logical “modern” and scientific future of genealogy. 
                                                
2 The analysis presented here derives from a small sample of data collected in the course of a 
much larger research project funded by the Leverhulme Trust in 2008–2010, which focuses on 
the cultural status of genealogy in British society. This project included analysis of television 
programs, newspaper coverage, genealogy publications, and interviews with professional and 
amateur genealogists as well as archivists, together with the commissioning of a Mass 
Observation Directive to capture “ordinary” people’s engagement with genealogy in their 
personal and family lives. 
3 For more information about 23andMe and Family Tree DNA, see the companies’ respective 
websites: www.23andme.com and www.familytreedna.com. 
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Here genetic genealogy is described as free from human error and subject to 
rigorous scientific techniques. The value of the tests, then, are in part 
guaranteed by the techniques by which results are procured.  
Direct lineage tests utilize Y-DNA, which is genetic material passed 
from father to son, and mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA), which is DNA passed 
from mothers to both sons and daughters. Y-DNA enables the matching of 
common male ancestors and is linked to surname studies, while mtDNA 
enables direct maternal ancestors to be traced. MtDNA tests offer a “deep 
ancestry” test, enabling connection to thirty-six or thirty-seven global “clans.” 
It identifies “ethnic origins” through mtDNA haplogrouping,4 offers 
geographical locations for those most distant known ancestors, and maps 
ancient migration paths of that distant ancestor. It is from mtDNA that Bryan 
Sykes (2002) has identified seven “daughters of Eve” for those of European 
origin. Sykes’s work contributed in no small measure to the increased visibility 
and popularization of genetic identities and kinship claims, and has been much 
critiqued (see, for example, Nash, 2004).  
Autosomal tests, meanwhile, find “close ancestry” using DNA inherited 
from both parents to identify “genetic cousins.” These tests use haploblock 
matching and trace biogeographical ancestry. Heritage tests, on the other hand, 
promise insights into “deep ancestry” and biogeographical origin. They are 
focussed on different time periods and some identify degree of match to a 
particular historical figure. For example, Y-DNA testing can facilitate matching 
with Genghis Khan or Niall of the Nine Hostages, an Irish King. Other tests 
infer a particular “tribal origin.” Lastly, the admixture test gives an overall view 
of genetic makeup, including a percentage breakdown by geographical region.  
Different tests, therefore, enable different orders of belonging and 
connection to related others, which could include tracing lines of male descent, 
identifying “clans” and distant maternal ancestors, tracing “genetic cousins” in 
the present, matching with specific historical figures, or mapping connection to 
a geographical area and an associated ethnic profile. Genetic genealogy does 
not operate in a vacuum: it rehearses and reconstitutes well-worn ideas about 
the importance of belonging through blood and the significance of family 
history for identity. It also maps onto existing genealogical projects, such as 
tracing male lines of descent and connection to specific historical figures, and 
adding new “genetic cousins” to the family tree.  
Genetic genealogy provides the interface where, as Catherine Nash 
(2004) observes, the “globalized rhetoric of technoscience meets the intimacy 
                                                
4 Haplogroups can be used to define genetic populations and are often geographically oriented. 
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of personal genealogies, identities and family relatedness” (2). Ancestry testing 
only has meaning and significance because it is presented through the universal 
idiom of family; identifying points of connection with a distant maternal 
ancestor is described as equivalent to identifying points of connection with 
relatives in the present day. Not only has genealogy been geneticized, but the 
“discourses of family relatedness provide a grammar for translating the 
complexities of new genetics into public cultures” (Nash, 2004: 25). From this 
perspective, genetic genealogy does more than construct geneticized citizen-
consumers. Although this is in itself significant, as Kate O’Riordan (2010) 
argues, genealogy has itself been instrumental in popularizing and establishing 
the significance of genetic knowledges.  
Ancestry testing also creates new orders of belonging. These produce 
connectedness to geographical areas, ancient ancestors, and categorizations of 
ethnic identity. Genetic genealogy tests claim to be able to tell us “who we 
really are” and where we have come from. They create and/or reinforce new 
identities for geneticized citizen-consumers (O’Riordan, 2010), both for the 
existing genealogical community and beyond. And although some of the 
identity projects that genetic genealogy makes possible (in particular 
biogeographical tests and ethnic makeup tests) are entirely unrelated to the 
methodology of traditional genealogy, and are rejected by many genealogists as 
unhelpful and meaningless, such tests are co-opted as part of the genealogical 
knowledge project, and understood by its advocates to have meaning in similar 
ways. In this knowledge regime, origin knowledge logically confers self-
knowledge and offers mastery of the self, while lack of knowledge suggests a 
disadvantage.   
Genealogy and genetic genealogies thus narrativize and commoditize 
the meaning and utility of the past in particular ways: history is embodied and 
present, whether visible or not, is always meaningful, and always has 
something to tell us about ourselves and, indeed, our future selves.  
 
Genomic Identities 
Christine Hauskeller (2004) notes that identity has itself been geneticized: the 
popular cultural expectation is that the uniqueness, characteristics, and 
behaviours of individuals can be explained through genetics. And as Marianne 
Sommer (2010: 367) argues in relation to the Genographic Project, we can 
therefore understand genetic genealogy as a reworking of the relationship 
between the biological and the socio-cultural, where the socio-cultural can 
always be explained in biological terms; bodies can be scientifically “decoded” 
and socio-cultural characteristics ascribed on the basis of such decodings. With 
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respect to genetic genealogy, this means both identifying similarities described 
as inherited through shared ancestral stock, and identifying differences located 
at the level of the individual, in order to answer the question: what makes me, 
me? As Stuart J. Murray (2012) notes, we can understand genetic genealogy as 
a way of making sense of our relationship to our genetic material and, I would 
contend, as a way of making sense of the meaning of the collective and shared 
dimension of that genetic information.  
Genetic genealogy, like genealogy more generally, classifies and 
codifies relationships, assigning orders of significance to those relationships. 
Given that it constructs group identities based on identification with specific 
individuals, “tribes” or “clans,” or moments in time, we might, as Paul 
Rabinow (1996) suggests, understand genetic genealogy’s capacity to group 
people according to their genetic markers as one way in which new networked 
biosocialities are constituted. Understanding one’s origins and ancestry through 
DNA then validates identity claims (Skinner, 2006), but in some cases, it also 
creates the possibility of making certain identity claims in the first place. So 
genealogy and genetic genealogy do not discover relationships; rather, they 
construct them narratively.  
Genetic genealogy constructs new stranger/intimate relationships, where 
every other human “individual” has the capacity to become a related other. 
However, while genetic genealogy can be used to determine social location and 
personal identification, these relationships are not entirely predetermined. It is 
for “individuals” to establish the personal significance of these new 
relationships: “an active, self-constructing individual” who uses “life 
strategies,” “new and active relations to oneself and one’s future,” as well as 
“new and active relations” with one’s ancestors’ past (Skinner, 2006: 481). 
Thus, while genetic genealogy creates new biosocialities, it also calls for new 
forms of engagement with the significance and consequence of genomic 
information. In O’Riordan’s (2010) words, it creates “audiences oriented 
toward reading and annotating their own, and others’, genomic information 
through digital media” (48).  
As O’Riordan (2010) has observed, genomics both circulate within and 
constitute media cultures. While the meaning of genomics is made and remade 
through the media, we can also understand the production of these meanings as 
a kind of media technology as well as a biomedical field (O’Riordan, 2010). 
The personal genome is a digital media artefact, with genetic genealogy tests 
acting as bio(re)mediators, converting spit to digitized genomic information. 
This digitized genomic information is held within databases and is publically 
accessible to others who have had similar tests. In fact, genetic genealogy tests 
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can only be validated and interpreted in light of the results of others. Genetic 
genealogy thus not only produces media artefacts but also brings into being 
digital archives as well as digital communities who read, are read from, and 
interpret genomic information.  
 
The Epistemological Claims of Genetic Genealogy: DNA as Artefact and 
“Code” 
This section draws on UK broadsheet newspaper coverage of ancestry testing as 
well as an interview that I conducted with Chris Pomery, a genealogy 
consultant specializing in genetic genealogy in the UK. Here I explore how 
bodies, technology, and media converge within and through the epistemological 
claims made for ancestry testing. In particular, I will argue first that bodies, 
technology, and media are interdependent elements of the process of genetic 
genealogy and, second, that the truth claims of genetic genealogy are based on 
the binary between the multiple-generations-old biological body (where “truth” 
resides) and the modern technologies required to decode these biological 
“truths.” I will go on to observe how the primacy of these claims means that 
ancestry testing is described as processing and creating mediated artefacts that 
can bypass and even replace historical artefacts. Lastly, I will turn to the ways 
that genetic genealogy generates media artefacts, which, in their fashion, further 
engender digital archives and biosocial communities. 
Within the media sites analyzed, DNA is routinely described as a code 
that must be interpreted in order to decode the past and to shed light on the 
present. Deciphering the code to life itself, genetic testing is simultaneously 
described as mundane, routine, yet informative, spanning the social spectrum, 
and no longer illicit or shameful. This understanding, journalist Max Davidson 
argues in a 2008 article called “Make Mind a Double Helix,” marks a shift in 
cultural engagement with genetic testing: 
Not so long ago, a DNA test was something people only 
underwent if they had done something very bad. It was like a lie 
detector or a police breathalyser: a procedure that went on in the 
shadows and involved people with sweaty palms. But those days 
are long gone. Everyone seems to be having their DNA tested, 
from actresses to bishops. It is like a visit to the dentist. 
At the same time, DNA code is described as compelling and mysterious. 
Writing in the liberal, left-wing broadsheet, the Guardian, Johnjoe McFadden 
(2003) suggests, “DNA is not just the genetic code of our present, but a key to 
unlocking the past.” Similarly, in the Telegraph, a right-leaning broadsheet, 
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Andrew Graham-Dixon (2006) writes, “Inside you—in your DNA—are the 
traces of every one of your ancestors. By using a sophisticated computer 
program to compare your DNA with a global databank, scientists are now able 
to reveal the secrets of your global origins.” Here, as in all the media sites 
analyzed, we can see that ancestry testing is described as a way to “peel back 
the veil” of the past in order to assess its meaning for individuals in the present. 
It is taken for granted that living bodies are repositories of knowledge, archives 
that can be mined for the messages that ancestors have left behind. DNA 
figures as the vehicle through which intergenerational messages are directly 
transmitted, and yet they remain opaque and concealed. It is only through 
ancestry testing, which makes possible the technologized remediation of 
genomic information, that such messages can be both made visible as a newly 
digitized artefact, and then interpreted and mined for meaning. So here we can 
clearly see the convergence of bodies, technology, and media: bodies provide 
the raw data, technology provides the tools by which the data can be extracted 
and analyzed, while the media both translates and reinterprets the meaning of 
this analysis and acts as the vehicle by which these meanings can be 
disseminated. 
The truth claims of genetic genealogy also rest upon the opposition 
between bodies, modern technologies, and media, with knowledge derived from 
and through each bearing competing claims to authority and legitimacy. 
Ancestry testing, it is alleged, is not prone to human fallibility; there are no 
errors of transcription here, as with conventional genealogy, because the 
embodied source of the information renders it indisputably authentic and “true.” 
History is written in and on the living body as the age-old repository of multiple 
generations’ worth of information: bodies are truth as artefactual accumulation. 
At the same time, ancestry testing is described by its advocates as scientific and 
accurate, “objective” and cutting-edge not just in its use of techniques to collect 
genetic information but in its interpretation of that information. Here rationality 
and objectivity, as hallmarks of the scientific method, also reveal the truth. As 
bodies cannot “lie,” so technology cannot err. Finally, results are translated and 
disseminated as mediated digital artefacts, whose meaning shifts from the 
biological to the biographical with human engagement. Here again truth is 
experience, with genomic media artefacts rendered meaningful, authentic, and 
“true” because of the affective engagements they have the capacity to engender. 
Ancestry testing thus lays claim to authority and legitimacy through two very 
different and competing truth claims, which are nonetheless interdependent. 
Some of the advocates of ancestry testing claim that it allows not just 
new forms of knowledge, but also that it facilitates new methods and 
methodologies that might usefully bypass the limitations of conventional 
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genealogical and historical research. For example, some of its more enthusiastic 
promoters describe genetic genealogy as a “short-cut” to traditional 
genealogical research (Pomery, 2010). More conventionally, however, genetic 
genealogy is understood as a way to overcome problems encountered using 
traditional historical research methods, where the paper trail has been 
extinguished, or proof of a relationship cannot be found elsewhere. As Chris 
Gray (2002) writes, genetic genealogy gets genealogists through the “brick 
wall” of the dead end: 
Genealogists talk about hitting the wall, when you have the 
circumstantial evidence to say that you have the same ancestor 
but you can’t prove it. Now they have the genetic analysis done 
and they might find it supports their theory. It helps genealogists 
to find the links that they are unable to prove using written 
records, so when they hit the wall we might be able to help them 
get over it.  
Genetic genealogy in this case offers an alternative method of proving or 
disproving connectedness with related others: it acts to confirm or promote 
inclusion within biosocial networks of belonging. In the case of black history, 
the value of genetic genealogy is noted in its capacity to “fill in the void” 
created by the slave trade (Connor, 2005). Genetic genealogy is described as the 
only tool available by which to reconstruct lost histories and determine 
identities in the present. This quest parallels the search for the “Jewish gene” in 
the black southern African Lemba population, which contains a similarly 
recuperative aspect, the “quest to right a wrong” (Steinberg, 2009: 16, original 
emphasis). As with the Lemba, history is written in and on bodies, where 
genetic genealogy represents both the recuperation of history lost and a form of 
restitution project. This is depicted as a useful technology, providing social 
healing through the “recovery” of memory.  
Chris Pomery (2010), a British professional genealogist who specializes 
in genetic genealogy and who acts as a consultant for a well-known genetic 
testing company, further describes genetic genealogy as not just a method by 
which to confirm or disprove a relationship but as definitive and authentic 
research method. In a 2010 interview I conducted with Pomery, he describes 
genetic genealogy in opposition to the indeterminacy of “ordinary” history: 
The way I see is it that if you’ve got a surname that you can 
track and document and it’s genetically verified, you have there 
a history which is no longer speculation, but is broadly accurate. 
And that’s something that’s quite rare within any historical 
endeavour … then we actually have a new area of local or social 
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history that could be developed … and can generate historical 
insight. 
In this account, DNA research replaces conventional history because facts can 
be “genetically verified.” Again, the source of truth is bodily and presumed to 
be indisputable, yet it is only rendered visible through the technology of 
ancestry testing. Further, genetic genealogy is described as a “new area” of 
research, not just enhancing but supplanting existing research techniques, thus 
generating new areas of local or social history. However, such histories 
generated by genetic genealogy are but partial and incomplete, as they only 
chart male lines of descent through surname or one-name research. In this 
example, the promise of genetic genealogy for history is its characteristic of 
“truthfulness,” but the truths it is able to tell are partial and patrilineal.  
The ability of genetic genealogy to assign ancestry, and further to 
determine identity, is vigorously contested by its opponents in the broadsheet 
press, who note that ancestry testing offers a high degree of probability rather 
than certainty. One media commentator notes, “when companies claim they can 
do a test and assign that kind of ancestry, particularly within Europe, I’d 
describe it as genetic astrology” (Sample, 2007). Some genetic genealogy 
spokespersons are also quick to refute the idea that genetic information can tell 
the “full story.” The MD of the genetic genealogy company called DNA 
Bioscience, for example, states, “we are simply offering a service for people 
who want to know more about their family ancestry…. We do not claim we 
offer the definitive picture, but what we do offer is a glimpse of an individual’s 
background” (Barnett, 2005). Thus, genetic information is again presented as 
key to understanding the self, but the understanding generated remains 
incomplete. So the authority and legitimacy of the technology that enables the 
digitization and remediation of genetic information remains undisputed; what is 
disputed is the meaningfulness of the test results themselves. In this version, the 
capacity of bodies to tell truth, and the capacity by which truths are revealed by 
technologies, and remediated, remain authoritative, while the stories themselves 
represent but one part of a greater whole. 
The media artefacts generated by genetic genealogy generate both 
digital archives and biosocial communities. Large databases for matching and 
networking are crucial to the success of the interpretive process: the ancestry 
test is only of use if it can be compared and matched to related others. This 
brings to mind the biosocial aspect of genetic genealogy: ancestry testing 
generates digital communities and networks, and it is only through those 
biosocial communities that the tests can enjoy any meaning because genetic 
genealogy tests can only be validated and interpreted in relation to the results of 
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other tests. Therefore, it is possible to have “deferred data,” where results 
cannot yet be interpreted because the database is not large enough to provide a 
match. 
Genetic genealogy testing performs several functions: it provides 
genomic information to the individual; it adds to genomic databases; and it 
holds the promise of enabling the further interpretation of other individuals’ 
results. It is always in the interest of those who have been tested to encourage 
others to be tested because with more comprehensive databases comes the 
increased possibility of a more nuanced interpretation of results. This means 
that there is an evangelical aspect to ancestry testing: where anybody’s test 
results could have meaning for somebody else, clearly the ideal would be for as 
many individuals to be tested as possible. The promise of genetic genealogy is 
that even if the tests are not useful in the present because the results cannot be 
currently meaningfully interpreted, they will be meaningful in a deferred future, 
when sufficient related others have also been tested. So genetic testing for 
ancestry does not just create biosocialities, communities, networks—it is 
predicated on them and cannot have meaning without them, even though they 
may not yet exist, or exist only in fantasy. Genetic testing therefore creates the 
desire for belonging within networks that may not yet, or may not ever, be 
satisfied. 
The drive of genetic genealogy, like genealogy more generally, is 
epistemophilic: genealogical heritage promises a meaning that must be 
interpreted and understood. It is a bioconvergent iterative process, taking bodies 
as biological data, utilizing technology as the tools by which to analyze this 
biological data, and mediatizing artefacts and biosocial communities as the 
outcome that genomic technologies produce. Bodies, technology, and media are 
all indispensable and foundational for genetic genealogy, and yet they are based 
on, and generate, competing truth claims—truth as experience (variously 
bodily, and mediated) versus truth as scientific method. Despite the fact that 
such claims are competing and oppositional, they must nonetheless be 
reconciled as each are necessary elements of the whole. It is this irresistible and 
contradictory combination of truth as experience with truth as scientific method 
that generates the fascination and compulsive epistemophilia that genetic 
genealogy represents. 
 
Genetic Genealogy and Gendered, “Ethnic” Bodies: Re-inscribing and 
Naturalizing Difference in the Genomic Imaginary 
This section will discuss how ancestry testing facilitates specific identity 
projects, both effacing difference and simultaneously re-inscribing embodied 
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gender and ethnic differences. As with the first section, I draw on UK 
broadsheet newspaper coverage of ancestry testing from 2000 to 2008, as well 
as website advertisements for a range of “deep ancestry” tests offered by 
Family Tree DNA, one of the most well-known and well-established genetic 
genealogy companies. 
Steven Connor (2005) writes, “DNA tests … have shown is that if we 
go back far enough, we are all related.” Similarly, Andrew Graham-Dixon 
(2006) comments, “Perhaps the most interesting thing about these tests is that 
they cut through pretty much all of our notions of nationality and cultural 
identity (which are, of course, social constructs) to a much greater truth: we are 
all related to one another.” As these comments make clear, genetic genealogy 
has been much touted as the history of all: it maps genetic connectedness, it 
traces the messy reproductive encounters of our forebears, and it presumably 
demonstates that, as Graham-Dixon and Connor note, “we are all related to one 
another.” Jenny Reardon and Kim TallBear (2012) observe that biological 
anthropologists as well as genetic scientists have marketed the Genographic 
Project5 “on [the] grounds that race has no biological meaning, and thus we are 
all one people.” In this sense, genetic genealogy is seen to make manifest our 
very humanity, telling us a “greater truth” than we ourselves can tell: that we 
are interconnected and mediated constituents of a greater whole. By this 
account, all bodies are alike. 
At the same time, however, genetic genealogy testing for ancestry is 
predicated on and constructs difference, both in terms of gender and “race.” 
Male and female line testing is available, but only men can take male line 
testing, or Y chromosome analysis. Thus, because biological gender determines 
what ancestry tests can be taken, what can be known in terms of genetic 
ancestry is gender differentiated. Indeed, Y chromosome analysis, which is by 
far the most popular of the genetic tests available, is now well linked to the one-
name projects of one-name guilds, as Nash (2004: 11) puts it, resurrecting and 
retrenching “patrilineal versions of inheritance” through a search for founder 
patriarchs. As with the search for the “Jewish gene” in the southern Africa 
Lemba population, patrilineality as a mode of socio-cultural and biological 
transmission is normativized (Steinberg, 2009). This is the world of stable 
family units across time, despite the incidence of “non-paternity events,”6 until 
                                                
5 In its own words, National Geographic magazine’s Genographic Project “has used advanced 
DNA analysis and worked with indigenous communities to help answer fundamental questions 
about where humans originated and how we came to populate the Earth” 
(https://genographic.nationalgeographic.com).  
6 “Non-paternity events,” where the named and acknowledged father does not match the actual 
father, are estimated to account for up to 10 per cent of births. 
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such time as, in the words of one-name researchers, the line is “daughtered 
out.” Here women and girls are not just invisible or unnecessary but potentially 
disruptive in their potential to bring a male line of descent to its end.  
If genetic testing is able to tell us about the past, it is a gender-
differentiated past, given that gender determines what tests can be taken. 
Women must ask a father, brother, paternal uncle, paternal grandfather, or a 
cousin who shares a common patrilineal ancestry to take the Y-chromosome 
test in their stead. The results of this test can only reveal lines of male descent, 
confirming membership within a global paternal fraternity that is patrilineal and 
exclusive of women. If genetic ancestry can tell us what it is to be human, then 
in Y chromosome analysis, that humanity is coded male. Genetic genealogy 
may then claim to have the capacity to tell us about our common humanity, but 
in Y chromosome analysis, it re-inscribes biological difference on the basis of 
sex and codes humanity as male. Genetic genealogy then represents not just the 
bioconvergence of bodies, technology, and media, but the bioconvergence of 
bodies that are already sexed, which in turn produces gendered knowledge. 
Ancestry test results are typically organized as a project, called a DNA 
project or surname project, and are publically accessible to others who have had 
the same test. A project administrator—a volunteer—maintains, edits, and 
interprets genetic information. The entwinement of bodies, technology, and 
media, simultaneously encapsulates a number of consequences of genetic 
genealogy testing: it constructs digital archives, creating ever-expanding 
repositories for genetic information as remediated artefact; it generates new 
networked communities created on the basis of the meaningfulness of genetic 
connectedness; it constitutes biosocialities through and within those genetic 
communities; and it entails the production of meanings by and through those 
communities. Bioconvergence here means not just the engagement of publics 
with bodily information remediated as digital media artefacts, but the co-
production of these media artefacts and their meanings. 
Just as bodies come to genetic genealogy pre-sexed, so too bodies come 
to genetic genealogy marked by ethnicity. A variety of tests explore geographic 
or ethnic origins and the admixture test categorizes “geographic heritage,” 
giving probabilities for different heritages. For example, in their marketing, 
Family Tree DNA promotes “deep ancestry tests” to facilitate identification 
with Jewish or Native American ancestry and to determine the geographical 
location for African ancestry. In the images used in their online advertisements, 
Jewishness is symbolized by the Star of David; Native American ancestry is 
represented by the dreamcatcher; but interestingly, African ancestry is 
visualized as a contemporary nuclear family, with no historical cultural 
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referents, which perhaps signals the impossibility of representing the “deep 
ancestry” of African Americans. The authority of the first two tests is 
guaranteed via large databases, which once again makes clear the role of the 
genetic community in facilitating the entry of new members to the biosocial 
network. In the first two advertisements, genetic heritage is neatly mapped onto 
cultural heritage, reproducing and co-constituting the “racial”/ethnic differences 
that genetic scientists allegedly disavow. Here there is no separation between 
the cultural, the social, and the biological: mediated genetic information at once 
confers cultural and biological belonging, with culture and history coded within 
the gene. History is literally embodied, but only made visible through the 
technologized remediations of personal genetics. As Steinberg (2009: 12) puts 
it, in relation to the search for the “Jewish gene” in the Lemba population: 
[It] is a prior assumption that cultural identity carries (and can 
be reducible to) a biological marker that can be—and this is the 
second assumption—scientifically pinpointed and accurately 
traced. It is a presumption rather than an argument … that 
genetics can tell us something about Jewish identity, who is a 












Again, we can see that genetic genealogy is socially differentiating, with “the 
human genome being used to identify our racial differences and geographical 
origins—sometimes with dubious precision” (Connor, 2005). But the issue with 
deep ancestry tests is with more than their accuracy, given the way they are 
used to articulate cross-cultural exchange and intersections. In 2007, the Times 
reported: 
Last year … [the Oxford Ancestors] firm discovered that two 
white British women had the DNA signature characteristic of 
native Americans … [they] are thought to be the direct 
descendants of native Americans brought to Britain as slaves. “I 
was thrilled to bits. It was a very pleasant surprise…. To have 
native American blood is very exotic.” (Swinford, 2007) 
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Traces of Native American heritage are read as a mark of distinction, as a 
culturally rich and unusual result. This is only possible because, as Stephan 
Palmié  (2007) notes, the principle of hypodescent excludes individuals with 
non-white ancestry from collectivities self-defined as “white.” “Hybridity” in 
this account is celebrated as cultural mixing, but it is also evidence of the 
cultural commodification of indigeneity, which is unproblematically read as 
interesting and exotic, effacing the very real power inequalities that this DNA 
story also tells. Conversely, historic power inequalities are visible and stark, 
where white ancestry is unexpectedly identified for individuals self-defined as 
black. In an article on tracing Caribbean family history, Kate Carter (2007) 
notes: 
People who test the fatherline often find out their DNA doesn’t 
point to Africa at all, but to Europe, a consequence of the sexual 
politics of slavery … this can be a hard result to accept—after 
all not only does it mean a dead end in tracing a paternal line 
back to Africa, but it also almost certainly provides hard proof 
of the sexual exploitation of a female slave ancestor of yours by 
her male owner. 
The capacity of DNA to provide “hard proof” of an ancestor’s exploitation 
means that results resonate very differently in this context: there is no thrill of 
exotic discovery here; rather, there is a confirmation of past suffering. 
Bryan Sykes, founder of Oxford Ancestors, has taken this gender 
differentiation much further using mtDNA analysis to identify what he calls 
seven mitochondrial clans with “clan mothers” named the “Seven Daughters of 
Eve,” each given a name, history, and geographic location. These so-called 
clans tell origin myths that have proven extremely popular: Connor noted in 
2005 that nearly twenty thousand people had paid about £180 to have this test. 
Nash (2004: 20) observes how these narratives are constructed around a 
“supposedly universal and universally honoured feminine maternal essence.” 
Where women are absent from surname projects, they become constitutive of 
life itself in Sykes’s narratives. As with other deep ancestry tests, these myths 
feed the longing to be connected with the ancient past and, in this case, to be 
associated with a specific “person,” geographical location, and ancient 
migration path. What differentiates Sykes’s project is the way that such longing 
for the past is given expression in personalization: these tests enable easy 
identification with a mythic character who resembles us, yet remains exotically 
different. I would suggest that it is this combination of distance and familiarity 
that makes such tests so seductive and, indeed, so commercially successful. 
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From the discussion so far, it is clear that from the vantage point of 
genetic genealogy, possession of knowledge about ancestors confers identity: it 
is impossible to know oneself without knowing about forebears, because 
knowledge of their genetic past is seen to translate unproblematically to 
knowledge about the self in the present. Knowledge of ancestral origins is thus 
compulsive in all senses of the word: it is seductive and yet also obligatory in 
order to achieve satisfactory self-actualization. However, some newspaper 
coverage makes clear that there are ethical issues associated with personal 
genomics. One newspaper report noted that one teenager had used a genomic 
database to trace his biological father, even though he had never supplied his 
DNA, because his Y chromosome profile, which was shared by his son and 
closely matched by the two other men, suggested they must be related (Lister, 
2005). Personal genomics, like genealogy, comes with the risk that unwelcome 
facts may be learnt as a consequence. 
I have argued that genetic genealogy makes visible the bioconvergent 
process of genetic genealogy, which reconstitutes bodies, via technology, as 
remediated digital artefacts. My exploration of the identity projects that this 
genomic imaginary constructs makes clear that this bioconvergent process 
“decodes” bodies that are already inscribed with gendered and ethnic 
difference. In so doing, genetic genealogy produces remediated digital artefacts 
that are simultaneously re-inflected with gender and ethnic difference: it thus 
serves to normativize and reproduce gender and ethnic categories. At the same 
time, those gender and ethnic categories are ascribed to biological difference, 
within which the socio-cultural sphere becomes subsumed. Despite the claims 
that genomics offers a view of humanity that transcends difference, bodies are 
clearly not alike, because in the narrative of genetic genealogy, it is within 
bodies that difference is ultimately and “naturally” located. Genetic genealogy 
therefore produces bioconvergent identities that reproduce and normativize both 
gender and what Steinberg (2009: 1) calls “‘difference’ as racial-ethnic 
identification.” The genomic imaginary thus naturalizes and re-inscribes 
bioconvergent identities as sexed and “raced.” 
 
From the Biological to the Biographical: Genetic Genealogy as Technology 
and Spectacle 
My final analysis traces the revelatory, affective, and performative aspects of 
genetic genealogy as mediated spectacle. In other words, it explores how the 
meaning of such tests is experienced and incorporated as self-identity, revealing 
how bioconvergent identity is produced. 
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Alondra Nelson (2008) suggests that the results of genetic tests are only 
valuable if they can be made useful. She argues that there is a process of 
translation from the biological to the biographical, whereby test results are 
“deployed in the construction of … individual and collective biographies” 
(761–762). In other words, the genetic match is just the beginning of this 
process of identification with ancestors, transforming “a pedigree of origins to a 
satisfying life story” (775). Chris Pomery (2010), the genetic genealogy 
consultant, explains that the audiences for his talks on the use of genetic 
genealogy testing for family history included both those new to genetic testing 
as well as those “who’ve actually already done a test, who want to find a little 
bit more about the implications of having a result.” In other words, genetic 
genealogy allows, as Skinner (2006: 481) puts it, “self-actualisation and 
individuality” through an active, ongoing engagement with the test results. That 
active engagement takes the form of an imaginative and performative memory 
act, which allows identification with the characters, experiences, and 
characteristics of ancestors (Kramer, 2011b). History is thus personalized and 
customized through particular narratives in order to fashion individual and 
group identities (Sommer, 2010).  
Who Do You Think You Are?, a BBC celebrity genealogy television 
program, is often cited in newspaper coverage of genealogy, and by 
genealogists and archivists themselves, as a key trigger for the current surge of 
interest in genealogy within the UK. Airing since 2004, this BBC TV 
genealogy program has attracted audiences of up to 5.7 million viewers and 
continues to occupy a primetime slot. I have written elsewhere about viewers’ 
and critics’ reception of the show to problematize genealogy as a form of 
mediated/mediatized memory practice that mobilizes traces of the past through 
the idiom of family (Kramer, 2011b). Analyzing one episode that features Colin 
Jackson, a retired black British Olympic athlete, my focus in this analysis is on 
how the affective and experiential engagement with the meaning of genetic 
testing produces what we might understand to be a bioconvergent self-
reconstruction. 
At the outset of the episode, Jackson explains his motivations for 
pursuing his family history: 
It’s quite a … difficult thing when you’re first generation Brit 
because um… you really don’t fit in anywhere particularly. I’m 
a Welshman, obviously, born and bred in Cardiff but of 
Jamaican parents so … you have first of all the Jamaican culture 
at home and then um… [Welsh flag] you go to school, you have 
Welsh friends, sometimes can be a little bit complicated. 
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But I really do see myself as, as… as a Brit if I was 
totally honest. I have a UK passport and I’m very proud … of 
holding that. 
V/O: It’s the time of my life where um… it’s time to 
reflect and really look back on your whole life, what you’ve 
done, what you’ve achieved and … I really wouldn’t mind 
knowing exactly where I came from.  
Where did I get the genetics to enable me to run fast? 
Where do I get my aggression that I use… to… to… to be a 
hurdler? Where does that come from? Um… where do I get my 
looks from, where do I get my hands from? Everything that I do 
um… I really want to know now exactly where that comes from 
and if I can see pictures or find heritage somewhere down the 
line, where I can go, that’s exactly where that’s come from, then 
the journey will have been all worthwhile to me. 
Jackson presents his desire to fill in his family history as a “first generation 
Brit,” the result of what Sommer (2010: 378) characterizes as “diasporic 
feelings of fragmentation and discontinuity.” Genealogy and genetic genealogy, 
then, perform the function of “returning” Jackson to his origins in order to write 
in the missing parts of his history and explain his character and characteristics. 
It is taken for granted that history is in the gene, that genetics has tremendous 
power to reveal and explain patterns and individual characteristics. In the 
course of the episode, Jackson undertakes an admixture test to determine the 
composition of his mixed Jamaican heritage, which shows that he has 55 per 
cent Sub-Saharan African, 38 per cent European, and 7 per cent Native 
American ancestry. On receiving his results, he says,  
Um… some surprising results if I’m totally honest. Um… fifty-
five per cent Sub-Saharan African, 38 per cent European, 7 per 
cent Native American. But I can’t believe I’ve only 55 per cent 
Sub-Saharan African and 38 per cent European, that’s quite a 
bit of European blood in me to be honest [laughs]. But yeah, but 
only 55 per cent, that’s surprised me. And the Native American 
bit, 7 per cent well I have no idea where that comes from, but 
it’s in there, right? 
During the episode, Jackson visits the Taino Museum as, the voiceover notes, it 
is “probable that Colin’s Native American DNA comes from Jamaica’s original 
inhabitants, the Tainos, Amerindians descended from South and Central 
American tribes.” On looking around the Taino Museum, he states: 
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lots of things there [laughs] that relate to me. The Mongoloid 
features for one. I always wondered where I got these eyes 
from. Now they possibly could have come from there, from my 
er… Native American look. Um… and I love cassava so… 
[laughs]. That obviously still flows with me. A nice little 
bammy every now and again is not bad with fried fish. I knew 
I’d find something new about myself [laughs]. Yeah. 
The tone is light-hearted, but here Jackson performs a form of memory work, 
making meaning through engaging with the traces of the past so as to make 
connections between the historical experience of ancestors and his own self-
identity in the present. This discourse of the process of absorbing the facts 
guides the genealogical narrative here, as the celebrity participant reflexively 
interrogates the status of this new knowledge, customizing and personalizing it 
to fit. We see a transformation in Jackson’s response to his Native American 
ancestry: what was once surprising and questioned starts to be incorporated, 
even if in a light-hearted manner, within his own understanding of who he is, 
marking the beginning of his bioconvergent self-reconstruction.  
In the course of his visit to Jamaica, he speculates further on his 
identification with this side of his ancestry: 
The fieriness the Maroons had, there, right first of all with the 
Spaniards and then with the English, I really think I’ve got that 
in me now. Because when I lined up on many occasions to 
compete for Great Britain it was em… took a lot of heart and 
soul and spirit to get out there and really be at war with the rest 
of my competitors. So I feel proud that I’m still linked 
genetically to the first settlers of Jamaica. 
Jackson identifies, imagines, and projects into the past to make connections 
between the historical experience of ancestors and his own self-identity in the 
present. What is engrossing is not so much the initial revelation as the way in 
which Jackson embarks on a process of absorbing and interrogating the 
significance of this genomic information: what we witness is the technology of 
genealogy at work, reconfiguring stranger/intimate relationships. No longer is 
this genetic heritage laughed off as an affinity for bammy; now Jackson 
describes this heritage and genetic profile as “explaining” his competitive spirit 
and will to win. Genomic information, rendered visible through technologized 
remediation, deciphers the body in order to provide enlightenment about the 
present, charting behaviour, dispositions, and characteristics. But what makes 
this process of engaging with ancestry testing “real,” both for Jackson and for 
the viewer, is not the results themselves or their accuracy, but the way in which 
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Jackson begins to feel that they are real over the course of the episode. In other 
words, the affective impact here is signalled by Jackson’s different feeling 
about his “Native American heritage.” Feeling is a form of “authentic” 
knowing, which makes genomics “real.” This reflects, as O’Riordan (2010: 
123) puts it, a “reformulation of the separation between digital texts and human 
bodies,” showing how “mediation and embodiment are co-constitutive—or 
shape each other.” We see Colin Jackson reading his own genomic information 
and incorporating this into his own life story, and as audience, we are left in no 
doubt that “reality genomics” is both meaningful, “real” and logical 
(O’Riordan, 2010), as it produces bioconvergent self-reconstructions.  
 
Conclusion: Genetic Genealogy as Bioconvergence 
Genetic genealogy testing for ancestry both reconfigures kinship in 
technologized form and produces bioconvergent identities and subjectivities. 
Living bodies and technologies converge to produce new and yet familiar 
modes of engagement with the meaning and significance of heritage for 
individual and collective identifications. It is taken for granted that historical 
experience shapes and frames the present, and that this historical experience can 
be accessed through genomic information, and translated through bio-
remediation. 
Genetic genealogy makes certain claims to knowledge. It claims that 
identity is conditional upon knowledge, and this knowledge is archived within 
living bodies as genomic information. This knowledge, however, can only be 
revealed by technological remediation. Personal genomics creates new 
identities and subjectivities where bodies, technology, and media are 
intertwined. It creates the citizen-consumer as it creates the necessity for 
genomic consumption, making the genome the basis not just for individual 
identifications but the property of the human species itself. It is this logic that 
underpins the didactic and evangelical impulse for inclusivity within genomic 
databases. In constituting biosocial communities and networks, biosociality 
becomes an end in itself; what becomes important is not what the connection is, 
but the connection itself. And rather than creating radically new stranger and 
intimate relationships, these biosocial networks themselves become both a site 
and a vehicle for the reproduction of all too familiar social classifications and 
taxonomies of “race.”  
Media genomics, then, pervade everyday life. Genomes, as digital 
media artefacts, have become everyday and mundane but retain their 
mysterious and magical aura as the “code” for life. Reading this code requires 
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new life strategies and new temporal dispositions, which necessitates that 
“genome readers” acknowledge the significance of the meaning of the past 
within the present. Personal genomics is rendered meaningful by way of the 
genomic imaginary, where we see the active technologization and mediation of 
belonging. However, it is not the technology itself but the capacity of the 
genomic imaginary to remediate and reconfigure digital texts and human bodies 
as co-constitutive through a process of affective identification that renders 
genetic genealogy meaningful. Thus, citizen-consumers confirm their own 
worth and place in history as “living heritage” and, in so doing, signify the 
centrality of genomics for individual selves and for collective identities.    
Bioconvergence offers a great deal of utility, as a concept, for 
understanding and analyzing the discourses of genetic genealogy, given that the 
practices of genetic genealogy are themselves underpinned by a belief in the 
interconnectedness and interdependence of bodies, technology, and media. To 
conclude, though, instead of using bioconvergence as a concept to explore 
genetic genealogy, I want to reverse this relationship by teasing out what 
examining genetic genealogy might reveal about bioconvergence as a critical 
concept. The above discussion leads me to the following assertions. 
First, bioconvergence is an assemblage, a set of biosocial, biopolitical, 
biotechnological, and biomediatized associations and relationships, which are 
created and rendered meaningful through the intertwining of bodies, 
technology, and media. Second, bioconvergence is an iterative process. It 
converts bodies, via technologies, into bio-remediated texts and digital 
databases.  
Third, bioconvergence depends on competing yet interdependent truth 
claims. As we understand based on the notion that bioconvergence is an 
assemblage, bodies, technology, and media are all indispensable and 
inextricably linked elements of genetic genealogy, and yet they are based on, 
and generate, competing truth claims. The locus of authenticity and truth, in the 
case of bodies, lies in truth as artefactual accumulation, derived from the bodily 
traces of countless generations of ancestors. In the case of technologies, truth 
derives from the status of rationality, objectivity, and scientific method. In the 
case of media, truth derives from experience, because media artefacts produce 
engagements that are authentic because they are affective. These competing 
truth claims are contradictory, and yet this oppositional quality is at the heart of 
bioconvergence as a concept. In fact, it is this combination of truth as 
artefactual accumulation and experience of truth as objective scientific method, 
I would suggest, that makes genetic genealogy, as one iteration of 
bioconvergence, so desirable, compelling, and even epistemophilic.  
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As it creates texts, so bioconvergence creates subject positions, 
identities, and communities: in the case of genetic genealogy, it creates genomic 
readers and biosocial communities. From these subject positions, bioconvergent 
identities are constructed and preferred readings are produced via the 
bioconvergent, in this case, specifically genomic, imaginary.  
Lastly, bioconvergence reduces and subsumes the socio-cultural into 
the biological, with culture and heritage unproblematically “read off” bodies 
using technological tools. At the same time, the bioconvergent identities that 
genetic genealogy produces re-inscribe and reproduce familiar gender and 
ethnic taxonomies, which, in an all too familiar fashion, come to be located 
within biology rather than culture.  
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